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Writing in English is a diff icult skill for many 
English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL) students. 
There are many factors to this problem, but one of 
the biggest is that English writing comes with a 
culture-specific view of idea organization that can be 
very different from students’ first language and their 
cultural writing practices. This case study presents 
an approach to writing that was based upon the 
authors’ experiences with the difficulty of teaching 
low level first year students at a Japanese university. 
The case study looks at the cooperative learning 
activities that were designed to help students 
organize their ideas and reduce their anxiety when 
writing paragraphs. Although this specific case study 
looks at the paragraph style of compare and contrast, 
the pedagogy used is adaptable to fit all paragraph 
styles, as it describes how to break paragraphs 
into pieces that can be fitted together to make an 
organized whole. Through an activity based on 
structured writing, the authors show how the method 
can support even low level students to achieve a 
strong English paragraph; and how to teach the 
basics that will help any level student write with 
more clarity. This case study includes all support 
material as well as a detailed explanation of the 
technique so that any teacher can help their students 
outline the drafting steps for process writing, which 
builds student awareness of structure of a paragraph. 
Grading rubrics that reinforce organization and 
structural requirements are also included to give a 
holistic view of the technique.
The impetus for this case study was based on the 
authors’ personal experiences and frustrations with 
teaching English paragraph writing to low level, first 
year students at a Japanese university. When faced 
with continuous student confusion, lack of clarity, 
lack of appropriate structure and disregard for the 
verbal instructions given; the authors’ reflected that 
a new approach was needed. Step by step guidance, 
clearly defined tasks, and both visual and written 
instructions in paragraph structure were needed; 
yet, the models shouldn’t merely be ones which the 
students would copy. As will be discussed further, 
the use of models would have played into the unique 
challenges for autonomy that Japanese university 
students face. The authors decided that they had to 
find a way to better support their students and allow 
them some measure of success in paragraph writing. 
This case study, therefore, is a justification for the 
technique developed as well as an explanation of 
said technique. The authors’ own class improvements 
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and continued struggles will act as a measure of the 
outcomes of this new instructional strategy.
Literature Review
As many teachers, researchers, and writers have 
discovered, there is a great cultural component in 
how English writing is designed. Kaplan (1966) 
was one of the first to analyze and attempt to codify 
contrastive rhetoric styles. He noted that there 
are large differences between the rather circular 
organization patterns of ‘Oriental’ writing and 
the straight line pattern of English writing. It is 
important to clarify that Kaplan himself, in 1972, 
made some adjustments to his overarching theory, 
but his original idea of cultural writing patterns has 
continued throughout his more recent works. Kubota 
and Lehner (2004) claim that Kaplan:
“[s]har[es] a similar assumption with the Sapir
–Whorf hypothesis on the relationship between 
language and culture, Kaplan’s earlier works 
explored a link between culturally specific logic 
or thought patterns and paragraph structures in 
English essays written by nonnative English-
speaking students”.
Hirose (2003) also notes the contrast in the English 
use of inductive style and the Asian use of deductive 
style. Although somewhat dated, similar analysis 
has come from Chinese students’ writing successes 
and difficulties in English (Matalene,1985). Fox, as 
early as 1994, was clarifying the rhetorical styles of 
languages and cultures on a more micro basis than 
the five major styles of Kaplan’s work. She called for 
student experience and the understanding their own 
cultures as being key to understanding how to access 
the rhetorical styles of English.
There has been much analysis of contrastive 
rhetoric between English and Japanese; and into 
what difficulties that Japanese students face writing 
in English (for example, see Kubota, 1998 and 
Cumming, 2012). Cumming (2012) lists many 
examples of areas of diff iculty encountered by 
Japanese writers of English, including over reliance 
on indirectness; English paragraph design (topic 
sentence, supports and concluding sentence); and 
Japanese first language (L1) structure interference 
(Japanese paragraphs tend to be structured in one, 
long paragraph that encompasses many ideas). 
Clearly, there needs to be some sort of instruction as 
to how the structure of English writing is designed, a 
call echoed in Conner (2002).
In a Communicative Language Teaching (CLT, see 
Littlewood, 1981) classroom, this need for instruc-
tion will involve scaffolding. Gibbons (2002) argues 
strongly for scaffolding, which he defines as a style 
of teaching that helps the student, with various stages 
of teacher support, in order to accomplish something 
that they would not have been able to accomplish on 
their own. This principle relies heavily on Vygotsky’
s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD, reported in 
Tudge, 1992) and is closely related to the i + 1 in 
Krashen’s (1985) Input Hypothesis, wherein students 
develop when they comprehend input that is slightly 
more advanced than their current level. 
The call for scaffolding activities and course design 
is broad (see Price & Harkins, 2011 and Leki & 
Carson, 1997 for two strong examples). Nation’
s 2008 book on teaching ESL/EFL reading and 
writing offers clear, structural advice to teachers on 
how to lead students to organized writing. Barnard & 
Campbell (2005) argue that
…collaborative learning needs willingness 
on the part of all participants to learn with 
and from each other. The primary role of the 
tutor, as an expert or more capable partner in 
the ZPD, is to directly or indirectly scaffold 
this collaborative learning. This is done by 
providing appropriate resources, both material 
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and conceptual, and by creating and sustaining 
motivation in a psychosocially safe, but chal-
lenging, environment in which students can 
subsequently scaffold each other’s efforts in 
the creation of multivocal texts. (p. 85)
Yet even with all the recognition of the somewhat 
contradictory rhetorical styles of Japanese and 
English writing, there has been very little published 
on the use of scaffolding techniques in the teaching 
of English rhetorical patterns in Japan to Japanese 
EFL/ESL students.
Added to this lack in the formal call for scaffolding, 
there is the larger problem of a lack of writing 
instruction in English at the High School level. 
There is a small, but strong body of research from 
practitioners actually teaching in Japanese High 
schools that note the lack of writing instruction 
(see Brown & Wada, 1998 or Kobayashi & Rinnert, 
2002). Although the Japanese Ministry of Education 
has called for policy changes to require all four skills 
to be taught (reported in Hagerman, 2010 and Butler 
& Iino 2005), many teachers have noted that there is 
a wide gap between policy and reality. Kikuchi and 
Browne (2009) argue that with the pressures of uni-
versity entrance exams (which rarely include writing 
or speaking sections) looming strongly for both 
high school students and teachers alike, listening 
and reading become the focus of instruction, despite 
what the Ministry of Education recommends or man-
dates. Gorsuch (1998) argued that no matter what 
reform is introduced by the Ministry of Education, 
there are major obstacles which prevent widespread 
curricular reform. These include an over-reliance on 
Yakudoku (grammar-translation) activities. Kikuchi 
(2006) highlights another obstacle, that of the 
university entrance examination-oriented nature of 
classes, which tend to focus on receptive skills or 
translation skills.
Kobayashi & Rinnert, in 2002, used student percep-
tions of first language literacy instruction, and found 
that “Japanese high school language classes provide 
significantly more instruction in reading than writing 
and signif icantly less emphasis than American 
classes [as a measure of L1 English instruction]” 
(p1). They also report that although many Japanese 
high schools offer L1 (Japanese) writing instruction 
outside of normal class hours, these are for the 
purposes of memorizing acceptable university 
entrance exam essays (Kobayashi & Rinnert, 2002). 
No mention is made, from a student’s perspective, of 
learning to build a paragraph (or any kind of writing) 
in the L1, let alone an L2 (such as English). Taken 
together, these studies show that for many first year 
university students, the first four-skills or writing-
focused English class that they experience will 
indeed be their first experience of writing in English. 
This puts them at a strong disadvantage in terms 
of skill development as related to the three other 
skills of Speaking, Listening and Reading. The need 
for carefully planned scaffolding which takes the 
students L1 writing structure could not be stronger.
There is yet another hurdle to the teaching of English 
writing for Japanese students. The process writing 
style so common in ESL/EFL instruction, that of 
drafts and revisions; can be a somewhat challenging 
style for Japanese students to fully immerse in. 
Much has been written elsewhere in terms of the 
challenges in developing and readiness for autonomy 
for Asian students, and Japanese students in 
particular, which is beyond the scope of this paper. 
Yet there can be an underlying resistance to working 
without models and to revising work. Hyland (2000) 
encourages autonomy through feedback, and Suzuki 
(2008) found that Japanese English writers revised 
more and in a more meaningful way with peers than 
they did on their own. Barnard & Campbell (2005) 
choose to view “groups as a waystage for autonomy” 
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(p.85) in that group-think as preparation can be a 
useful tool to independent tasks. Finally Penaflorida 
(2002) calls for drafting and revising to be part of the 
assessment process in order to instill more autonomy 
in students. As Nation (2008, p.143) argues “[p]eer 
[f]eedback also allows those giving feedback to learn 
from seeing others’ pieces of writing and hearing 
what others say about them”.
Context
This method for paragraph instruction was carried 
out at a mid-sized, four-year university in Tokyo. 
The students involved in the classes wherein the 
authors tested this method were first year students. 
Almost the entire student body in these classes were 
monolingual Japanese students with a few Korean 
speakers included. None of the students in these 
classes are English Majors, they were from various 
faculties; including Literature, Law, Education and 
Economics. The university has a requirement of 
six English credits to graduate; these students were 
participating in a year-long required class that would 
result in four of those six credits. These specific 
classes meet twice a week for 90 minutes and 
typically contain anywhere from 15 – 26 students. 
The classes had been designated by the faculty as 
four-skills courses taught entirely in English, and for 
many of the students, this was their first experience 
with that kind of teaching.
The students that the authors taught had been 
placed in the second lowest tiered class based on 
TOEIC scores (approximately TOEIC 150 – 300, or 
IELTS 1 – 2). As many have noted, that in itself is a 
problematic way to level students – not the least of 
which because many students have a TOEIC score 
that does not include any written or spoken section; 
2014 saw a global total of 1,287,456 Listening and 
Reading test takers and only 24,000 Speaking and 
Writing test takers (Educational Testing Service, 
2014). With this grouping in mind, and having come 
to the conclusion through experience with first year 
university students that most high school English 
programs do not teach any sort of writing skills in 
English, the authors needed a way to explicitly lead 
the students through the building of writing within 
and past the sentence level.
This activity deals specif ically with one of the 
three kinds of paragraphs that the students are 
required to do for this particular course. Although 
the authors describe here the steps to reach the 
objectives for a compare and contrast paragraph, 
the method can be easily manipulated for any target 
structure paragraph. Both authors have used these 
general steps to teach argumentative, narrative and 
descriptive paragraphs with the same level classes.
Method:
The process of instruction here is  of equal 
importance as the content. The authors planned this 
method to be used over a period of four lessons, 
and the focus was primarily on process writing; 
complete with drafting, peer editing and redrafting 
before a final product was submitted to the teacher 
for grading. The authors feel that this is of prime 
importance, as it allows students time to fix mistakes 
in an atmosphere that has less pressure attached 
to it, and that can also allow for collaboration and 
support both from other classmates and the teacher. 
The authors have also chosen to work through this 
method by using visuals on a Microsoft PowerPoint 
platform. However, any visual representation method 
would also work.
Schema activation (Lesson 1 of 4):
Using photos of familiar people (in this case, Lady 
Gaga and one of the authors [the teacher for that 
class]), the teacher asks the students what each 
is doing throughout various times of the day (see 
事例報告 67
example slide in Appendix 1). This activates the 
familiar knowledge of verbs, the present progressive 
tense and comparative grammar as well as orienting 
the students to the content of the paragraph.
Eliciting (Lesson 1 of 4):
When the students have exhausted the comparative 
nature of Lady Gaga and one of the authors, they 
are then asked to answer questions that draw 
specific focus to comparative forms. For example, 
they are asked who is “more busy” and given the 
chance to change the incorrect form to the correct 
comparative “busier” (See Appendix 2). By focusing 
on the actual comparative idea as well as giving the 
students time to reflect on what correct grammar is 
needed, the activity scaffolds the eventual process of 
individualized writing.
The students are then asked to come up with 
examples for how each statement is true (as in the 
above example, students might recall how they saw 
many pictures of various activities throughout the 
day for the teacher but only a few for Lady Gaga 
– thereby making the suggestion that “[the author] 
is busier because she has many classes all day and 
Lady Gaga only had one concert”.
Structure (Lesson 1 of 4):
Once the information has been elicited and put 
into proper grammar formation (the supports and 
examples), the common hamburger or sandwich 
structure of the paragraph (Topic sentence, Reason 
1, example, Reason 2, example, Reason 3, example, 
Concluding sentence) is built with the students. 
Building with the student is key to the scaffolding 
momentum, as if the teacher simply gives the 
students a written model at this stage, the idea 
and importance of each section of the hamburger/
sandwich may often be difficult for students to fully 
understand. 
An umbrella analogy is also used to teach cohesion. 
All the items under the umbrella, in the analogy, are 
protect from the rain – and hence ‘belong’ under the 
umbrella. If the umbrella has a topic of animals, dogs 
and cats can be under the umbrella, but pizza cannot. 
This kind of easy, silly analogy proposes to simplify 
another common writing problem with these students 
– that of including unrelated information. By 
eliciting, at every stage, the reasons; examples; and 
the overarching topic sentence, it can become clear 
to the students what kinds of information they will 
eventually be asked to provide (see Cumming, 2012 
for a discussion of the difficulties Japanese English-
language learners face in writing).
The authors also added a color component to allow 
students to visually understand all the required 
pieces to the paragraph. The topic sentence and 
concluding sentence are shown to be shades of pink 
(to reinforce the structure, and that although each 
sentence can have different language, they should 
both be the same idea; in this example, that Lady 
Gaga and the teacher are not very similar). The 
authors then used dark and light pairs for each of the 
three reasons and examples (to illustrate, dark blue 
for Reason 1, light blue for its example) to show the 
connections between those pieces.
Again, constant eliciting in this stage for the ideas 
that the students can recall from the previous steps 
is key. The hope is that although they need the 
guidance of the structure, they can easily remember 
the content and the grammar that they need to report 
the content. Both the authors have had much more 
success with this kind of instruction than with either 
a hands-off approach or with providing written 
models.
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Planning (Lesson 1 of 4)
The next stage is an important bridge between the 
classroom example and the ability for the students to 
produce their own paragraph with different content. 
In class, students are asked to compare themselves to 
any famous person they want. The must write three 
ways they are similar or different to this famous 
person, with examples. The teacher provides a 
spatially and visually clear handout (see Appendix 3) 
to organize the information, reminding the students 
to logically build in the same process as the class 
example:
1)	 Decide on what is being compared (the students 
and the famous person)
2) List how they are similar or different
3) Find an example for each idea from step 2
4) Make an overall statement about similarity
These numbered steps correspond to the necessary 
points in the paragraph, while trying to avoid a 
common writing problem of making Topic sentences 
too narrow (hence, the creation of the topic sentence 
after the reasons and examples). The teacher is free 
to circulate and monitor throughout this in-class 
process to guide ideas and especially structure. Once 
the plan is complete, the next step is to have the 
student attempt a draft for homework.
Peer Editing (Lessons 2 and 3 of 4)
When the students each have a draft completed, the 
next step is to work through peer editing. There can 
be many drafts produced, however, for the authors 
felt that 2 drafts before a final version offered the 
students an appropriate amount of scaffolding while 
fitting into institutional requirements. The first peer 
edit (see Appendix 4) focuses on structure while 
the second (see Appendix 5) focusses on grammar 
points which were chosen from the textbook that 
each class must use. Again, the teacher should 
monitor and advise where necessary to support the 
students appropriately.
Rubrics (Lesson 4 of 4)
The last stage of the process is about how to deal 
with the students f inal, graded versions of the 
paragraph. There are many viewpoints on feedback, 
from one-on-one verbal meetings to the use of a 
simple writing code. The authors feel that no matter 
how the feedback is given, teachers should use a 
clear and detailed rubric for grading that shows the 
students how they can improve in the next piece of 
writing. The author’s rubric (see Appendix 6) always 
includes both the structural points and the grammar 
points from each peer edit, as well as general writing 
convention points. These specif ic items are of 
course open to change, yet the authors feel that by 
mirroring the peer edit points with the final product 
graded points, they are allowing their students a 
better chance at success as well as offering them 
motivation to succeed in the future. 
Discussion:
In terms of the successes of the methodology, the 
authors have identified, through a combination of 
qualitative student feedback and the aforementioned 
internal-rubric score improvements noticed by the 
authors, six key student- achievement areas. Both 
authors noted that across their classes, the students 
were aligning themselves to the structure through 
successive drafts and assignments. This is not 
surprising as it is the very goal and point of this type 
of instruction, but the specific focus on the structure 
of an English paragraph (topic sentence, reasons 
and supporting evidence, and then a concluding 
sentence) could be seen as a product of the explicit 
instruction and developmental design of the method. 
Secondly, the authors found that the students gained 
confidence in their overall writing abilities. Students 
would express a level of understanding and, in 
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feedback, would start to approach writing tasks with 
the internalized structure. The improvements the 
authors saw in terms of ideological support were 
encouraging signs that the method was adequately 
supporting students.
The internalization was noticed in other areas of 
writing in which the students were involved. The 
specific level classes that the authors teach and in 
which this method was used have a mandated Quick 
Write activity, in which the students must complete a 
series of timed writings that focus purely on fluency. 
Over the course of the two semesters of instruction, 
the authors noticed that all students improved in 
not only length of writing (which, again, is to be 
expected, in terms of practice) but also in terms of 
the gradual use of paragraph forms rather than the 
initial list-form that was so common in the early 
stages. Again, the lack of L2 writing training could 
be clearly seen in the free-form of a Quick Write in 
the beginning of the semester – the students would 
not only write disjointed thoughts, but they would 
rarely be in the structure of placing the next sentence 
on the same line as a completed one. By the end of 
the semester, after this explicit structure teaching 
method discussed in this article, most students were 
consistently writing in a paragraph style.
Another encouraging sign was the increased use 
of the Writing Centers at the site university. The 
Learning Support center at the university has one-
on-one writing consultation sessions wherein the 
student can get L1 or L2 support with an existing 
piece of writing. Although increased awareness of 
the existence of the Writing Center and how it can 
help the students would hopefully naturally increase 
over time, the authors found that the students were 
actively using the Writing Center as a way to check 
the structure of their own paragraphs. The students 
would independently seek out Writing Center 
appointments as a way to support their own use of 
structures and would give feedback to the authors 
about the clarifying support these consultations 
resulted in. Related to the use of the Writing Center 
was the raised awareness of grammar errors and 
usage. The two peer edits for each paragraph that the 
students had to complete seemed to gradually draw 
their attention to the consistent, basic level mistakes 
in grammar that they had been making. Again, time 
on task and practice could account for some of the 
improvement in grammar usage, but the explicit 
nature of the method both forced and reinforced this 
attention to grammar detail. 
Finally, in an overall course view, the authors noted 
an increase in the number and quality of ideas. This 
was noticed in all areas of the curriculum, not only in 
the writing component. In the beginning of semester 
one, both authors had noticed, and were concerned 
about, the students’ seeming lack of ability to come 
up with their own ideas. Throughout the semester 
the students began to access a level of comfort with 
defending opinions using facts or explanations, and 
in giving multiple reasons for an opinion. This was a 
great improvement over where these students began 
the semester, and the authors feel that the explicit 
structure of the forcing students to clearly define 
reasons of support on the group-think and planning 
stages of the paragraphs allowed the students support 
to approach many aspects of English discussion, not 
only specifically the writing of paragraphs.
It is worthwhile to note that of all the stages of this 
method, the peer edits represented a great deal of 
difficulty for the authors’ students. This could be 
due to a variety of factors, and it is suggested that 
if other practitioners plan to use this method, great 
attention be paid to this skill. In part, this is why 
the authors chose to break these activities over two 
lessons, as the task could be taxing and complicated 
70 学士課程教育機構研究誌　第５号
for students new to this idea. One area that the 
authors had adequately anticipated difficulty with 
was the training in how to use the Peer Edit Rubrics. 
These would undoubtedly be new to the students 
(in that first introduction lesson) and therefore the 
authors carved out a 30 min section of the lesson 
to work through the Peer Edit 1 sheet with the 
students, checking their understanding step-by-step. 
This, as stated, was anticipated and therefore dealt 
with without being too problematic for the authors. 
However, the cultural resistance or confusion to 
the idea of the task was not fully understood by the 
authors before they undertook this activity. It may be 
that the senpai-kohei (senior-junior) relationship so 
important to Japanese society affected the students 
in their resistance to giving what they may have 
perceived as criticism to their equal peers. Certainly 
once the training in how to use the Peer Editing 
Rubrics was f inished, the students continued to 
find it uncomfortable to do so. The authors feel, 
however, that even with the difficulties in training 
students in how to use the Peer Edit Rubrics, as well 
as the possible cultural considerations, the activity is 
worthwhile and useful for its awareness-raising at the 
very least. Checking other’s work for the same issues 
that the paragraph will finally be graded on offers 
students a chance to not only recognize the attributes 
of good writing, but also to adapt to the idea that 
writing, at least in English class, is a process of 
drafting and editing. They can be scaffolded by their 
own changes as well as by the direct intervention of 
classmates and the teacher.
Conclusion
No formal attempt to measure the success rate of 
the students in internalizing English paragraph 
structure was undertaken, in part because there is 
no single, field-wide agreed upon rubric for English 
paragraphs. Using the rubrics for paragraphs that 
were internally developed by the authors, however, 
showed that students slowly gained confidence and 
mastery of the structure of English paragraphs. 
The informal feedback from students also lead the 
authors to gauge that the style of instruction was 
working. Many students from the five classes where 
this method has been used have noted in course 
feedback that they felt that they now understood 
how to write a paragraph (after having completed 
the course). These are, of course, not scientifically 
reliable statistics, but they show a trend of students 
developing mastery and perhaps, more importantly, 
confidence in their own abilities in terms of English 
paragraph writing. As argued above, the building of 
confidence, autonomy and awareness of structure 
were some of the original goals of this method. 
These goals seem to have been achieved for these 
classes.
The need for explicit teaching of English paragraph 
structure is strong. Given the contrasting rhetorical 
styles between Japanese and English writing; the 
lack of English writing instruction in Japanese 
high schools; and the possible L1 interference 
from Japanese university entrance exams essay 
memorization; this need calls for a direct answer 
in the pedagogy. Here, the authors have attempted 
to develop a method that will directly answer the 
scaffolding needs of the student population; one that 
will take into account autonomy sensitivities while 
avoiding the dangers of model use. The apparent 
success of the students involved in this method 
make it open to use with teachers across Japan, both 
within universities and without. The adaptability of 
the method allows it to be used with any English 
paragraph style, and therefore makes it entirely 
adaptable to the specif ics of university course 
design. Teachers are encouraged to edit the content 
of the method to suit their local needs, while still 
keeping the theoretical design that allows for student 
success. While this will obviously not work for the 
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entirety of the student body in Japanese universities, 
and cannot be seen or used as a fix-all, there are 
strengths and aspects of this method that can be used 
in any setting. It is the authors’ hope that educators 
in Japan will be able to take this method and use it 
in their own journey of student support with English 
writing.
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